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 “Whose likeness and inscription is this?” 

 The denarius belongs to Caesar. How do we know? It bears his image; his name is on it. 

So, of course, it belongs to Caesar. If Caesar wants it back, you give it back. Otherwise… 

well, otherwise, you’d be stealing. 

 Jesus concludes this encounter with the Pharisees with “Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s 

and to God what is God’s,” which begs the question, “What is God’s?” 

 We could easily answer with “All things are God’s,” and we’d be correct. Praise God from 

whom all blessings flow, right? All things have been created by Him, and in Him all things 

have their being. But I don’t think that we could make the argument that since all things are 

God, then you could put Caesar’s coin into the offering plate instead of paying your taxes. 

Actually, if Caesar too belongs to God, and God gave Caesar earthly authority and so God is 

really behind Caesar, then to pay your taxes to Caesar is to give to God, right? Anyhow, it’s 

pretty clear that Jesus is making a distinction here instead of equating giving to Caesar with 

giving to God.  

 What is that distinction? It might be easy to say that earthly things ought to go to earthly 

rulers, while heavenly things ought to go to our heavenly ruler. Indeed, earthly things are 

required for while we’re on this earth. And, we remember, Caesar isn’t the only earthly 

ruler. In fact, I haven’t ever been under the authority of Caesar. I don’t think anyone has for 

a very, very long time. Not since the 15th century, if Wikipedia is correct. 

 Still, though, we have earthly rulers aplenty, whether at home, school, or work. We even 

have earthly rulers in our cities, counties, states, and country—all those who make, judge, 

and administer our laws. Also, we have earthly rulers in the Church. According to Romans 

13, God is behind each and every one of them, no matter if they’re Christian or heathen, evil 

or good, nice or mean, normal or strange. God uses them to His purpose and for your good. 

And God wants us to give to them whatever is due them: taxes, revenue, respect, honor.  

 I don’t think earthly things to earthly rulers and heavenly things to the heavenly ruler is 

the distinction. All those earthly things will pass away. The only law we’ll have is the 



2 
 

eternal Law of God, and the only ruler we’ll have is God Himself, the Lord of lords and the 

King of kings. But not all things of this creation will pass away. One thing that won’t pass 

away is your body. Admittedly, it won’t be the same frail and defective body you’ll have 

now. No, we’re told that our bodies will become “spiritual bodies,” that is, bodies perfected 

and restored, bodies of power and incorruption. 

 Now, why am I talking about our bodies? Well, it’s in our bodies that we are identified, 

much as it was the likeness and inscription of the coin. Our bodies indicate to whom we 

belong—“Give to Caesar what belongs to Caesar and to God what belongs to God.” How do 

we know to whom we belong? Whose likeness do we have? Whose inscription? 

 The word “likeness” is “icon” in the Greek. It means the same as “image,” as in “Let us 

make man in our image, in our likeness” (Gn 1:26). And so we’re talking about the image of 

God. But do we have the image of God? Do other people? What is the image of God? 

 Some talk about all people having the image of God, and so all people have value. But, 

extending Christ’s coin analogy, can a piece of currency lose its value? It most certainly can. 

Tear up a dollar bill and it loses its value. (I’m not suggesting you tear up a dollar bill. Not 

only is it wasteful, it’s also illegal.) It loses its value because it can’t be identified as a dollar 

bill any longer—it’s lost its image. Likewise, humanity had the image of God once, but it 

was lost by our first parents. Adam and Eve knew God and were happy in Him, and they 

reflected His glory and His holiness. But that image was torn up, gouged out, scratched out 

beyond all recognition. And then Adam had his own son “in his own likeness, in his own 

image” (Gn 5:3). Each human being is born in the image of Adam—not the image of God. 

That means we can’t know God or be happy in Him, that we don’t reflect God’s glory or 

holiness. Instead, we’re simply fallen human creatures, made from dust and to dust we 

shall return. 

 What about the inscription? What was the inscription on the coin? It was Caesar’s name. 

It’s like most non-U.S. currency. You get a British pound, and you’ll have Queen Elizabeth’s 

picture and name on it. When she passes away and the monarchy passes on, the currency 

will be gathered up and destroyed and new currency will be issued with the new royal 

image and name. So, we have to ask: “Do people have God’s name written on them?” 

 Some say things like “God’s name is written in our DNA.” I don’t know about any 

scientific or Scriptural proof for that. I think you can bet that if human creatures aren’t born 
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with God’s image, then they’re also not born with His name. In fact, the Pharisees Jesus is 

dealing with, according to Jesus, aren’t sons of God but sons of the devil, bearing the devil’s 

name of Deceiver, Liar, Murderer. At the least, all human creatures bear Adam’s name, 

which means “Man of the earth” or “Dirt Man.” And what does Adam’s name mean for us? It 

means we’re born dirty and that we’re going to return to the dirt of the earth because of 

our dirtiness. Dirtiness and sinfulness are synonymous. 

 Do we want to belong to the things of this earth, this muddy ball of dirt and water 

orbiting around an even bigger ball of gas and fire? Do we want to go the way of earthly 

things, that is, pass away? Do we want to bear the inscription of Adam and his sin, knowing 

that the wages of sin is death? Some people like getting dirty and telling dirty jokes and 

doing dirty things. Do we want to be this way and have a dirty end? I don’t know about you, 

but I certainly don’t. 

 So, what can we do to have a different likeness or a different inscription? What could a 

coin in your pocket or a dollar in your wallet do? Nothing, right? Same with us. We can’t 

give ourselves a new image or a new name. If we tried, God would easily spot them as 

forgeries. As Jesus says, “Not everyone who says to Me ‘Lord, Lord’ will enter the kingdom 

of heaven” (Mt 7:21). He knows those who are fake, knock-offs, imposters, hypocrites. 

 Though we can’t do anything, Jesus can and has. He is the very image of God, and He has 

taken on the likeness of man. As the ancient hymn of the Church says, “[Jesus was] born in 

the likeness of men. And being found in human form, He humbled Himself by becoming 

obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross” (Php 2:7-8). Jesus embraced the 

entire image of Adam—even to the point of death. He became the ultimate “Dirt Man,” by 

taking on our dirtiness. As Paul says, “For our sake He made Him to be sin who knew no sin, 

so that in Him we might become the righteousness of God” (2Co 5:21). In other words, 

Jesus has taken on our image in order that we can have His. 

 And how do we get Christ’s image? We get it through the Word preached and the applied 

in the waters of Holy Baptism. Ephesians 4 says, “One Lord, one faith, one baptism” (4:5), 

and that we “put on the new man” and are “created after the likeness of God in true 

righteousness and holiness” (4:24). And Romans 6 says that since we’ve been baptized into 

a death like Jesus’, we will most certainly be united in a resurrection like His (6:5). Jesus’ 

image, the righteousness and holiness of God, is His taking on our sin and dying for it on the 
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cross and also His rising from the dead on Easter morning. What else could it be? Where 

better do we see God being righteous and holy than the punishing of sin and the love for 

sinful human creatures than on the cross? 

 The cross is also the inscription placed upon us. When you were baptized, the pastor 

placed the sign of the holy cross both upon your forehead and upon your heart to mark you 

as one redeemed by Christ the crucified. Also, the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit 

was given to as the Word-filled water poured over your head. And that washing of the 

Spirit removed the dirtiness of your sin and promised that the dirt of the grave will have no 

hold on you. The body which has been washed and named and marked in Holy Baptism is 

the body God the Father will raised unto eternal life. Indeed, in that washing, we become 

heavenly creatures. 

 Now that we know the answer, let’s go back to Christ’s Word: “Give to Caesar what is 

Caesar’s and to God what is God’s.”  

 Behold your body? Whose likeness and inscription is on you?  

 Christ’s likeness and Christ’s inscription.  

 So, what belongs to God?  

 You do. Christ has purchased you with His death—even death on a cross. 

 And what does God do with that which belongs to Him? 

 He preserves it—preserves it to the very end and into eternity. That’s why we confess, “I 

believe… in the resurrection of the body and the life everlasting.” 

 In Jesus’ name. 

  

 

 

  


